The expression 'critical thinking' has become a popular one, so much so that people who couldn't agree on most of the important things in life are likely to claim both that they're thinking critically and their adversaries are not. Because different people might mean quite different things by 'critical thinking', it is probably a good idea to spend a little time going over some of these different meanings. Bryan College is committed to helping students develop a biblical worldview, and as part of a Christ centered education, offers several programs toward this end. Central to the center's work and mission is the development of exciting academic seminars in which Christian scholars who compete at the highest levels of scholarly inquiry address topics which are at the center of critical national issues. Topics include natural law, the federal judiciary system, education, taxation, science, athletics, the fine arts, and a wide range of other critical cultural concerns.
Through the presentation of four seminars annually, the Center enables our academic departments on a regular multiyear basis to discuss in depth a relevant cultural issue of significance stemming from their own disciplines.
It seems that what the folks at Bryan mean by 'critical thinking' is thinking about issues that are of critical concern to them in their mission to promote a biblical worldview and thinking about them in ways that are in accord with how they understand that worldview.
They're not the only ones who understand 'critical thinking' in this way. For example, this is also what the school board in Cobb Country, Georgia, meant when it said that it was trying to encourage critical thinking by requiring a warning sticker to be placed on all biology texts. What they wanted to encourage was doubting a view they considered contrary to their understanding of the Bible. In their view, if you can encourage students to doubt a whole area of science that conflicts with a biblical worldview, you are encouraging critical thinking.
This view of critical thinking is not the one that has dominated the thinking of the majority of people who teach critical thinking, who study it and write theoretical papers about it, who produce textbooks on the subject, and the like.
The consensus of that group is that critical thinking requires open-mindedness.
You're not encouraging an attitude of open-mindedness by telling students that what they are about to study should not be taken as fact even though the consensus of the scientific community is that it is fact. You're not encouraging open-mindedness when you advise students to think critically and biblically.
Furthermore, critical thinking requires a fair-minded consideration of alternative viewpoints, but the Cobb county school board was discouraging rather than encouraging fair-minded inquiry. It was mainly interested in raising doubts about evolution, which it presumably thought would enhance its own creationist beliefs. The board was not encouraging the legitimate investigation and study of various alternative evolutionary mechanisms. It was not interested in advancing inquiry but in advancing its own religious beliefs. It was specifically endorsing a false dichotomy: that any criticism of evolution implies the "only" alternative, creationism.
Using critical thinking skills to support your beliefs and to undermine opposing viewpoints is certainly legitimate, but it is a mistake to identify critical thinking with these two activities. The catalogue description for the Liberal Arts Program at Bryan college specifies that thinking critically will enable the students to "relate ideas historically and logically and compare and contrast competing views." That sounds promising, since the disposition to be open-minded enough to take seriously viewpoints that contrast with one's own is essential to being a critical thinker. But I wonder how seriously the teachers and the students at Bryan College take the viewpoints of people like Darwin, Dennett, or Dawkins.
Bryan college is located in Dayton, Tennessee, where, in 1925 William Jennings Bryan successfully defended a Tennessee state law that made it illegal to teach in a state school "any theory that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals." Would the professors of biology at Bryan College encourage their students to consider that their biblical worldview might be wrong and that the theory of natural selection might be correct? This is an important question because critical thinking is much more than a set of logical skills that one uses to defend one's beliefs and refute the opposition. In fact, critical thinking is antithetical to using logical and argumentative skill to promote a particular worldview that itself is considered immune from scrutiny.
One of the key elements of critical thinking is the recognition that one's worldview can be a major hindrance to being fair-minded. A minimum requirement of fair-mindedness is a willingness to take seriously viewpoints opposed to your own. In other words, you have to be willing to admit that you might be wrong. To exempt one's own worldview from critical evaluation is common enough, but if we want to teach our students to think critically we must teach them to try to understand how one's worldview is likely to be embedded with prejudices, biases, and false notions. We have to remind our students that everything we experience or remember is filtered through that set of beliefs and values that make up one's worldview. To think critically is to be willing to examine conflicting positions in a fair-minded way and to accept that even beliefs you've held all your life might be wrong. If you can't do that, you might still be able to develop some critical skills like comparing and contrasting ideas or comparing ideals with practices, and you would be a critical thinker but only in the sense of being able to apply one or more of the standards of critical thinking in a skilful way. In some quarters, this is called the 'weak sense' of critical thinking, where the strong sense requires that the thinker have a certain disposition as well as a recognition of the many affective, cognitive, and perceptual biases that inhibit and distort our judgment. When Ann Dey's dog had a stroke in July, one side of his face became paralyzed so severely he couldn't blink. She knew she needed to do something before the 13-year-old pug, Jimmy, lost his eye to infection.
"I was open to anything that would help," Dey said.
At Pets Unlimited, a nonprofit animal hospital that was San Francisco's first all-holistic veterinary medical clinic, Jimmy received acupuncture for a month. Now, his face is fine.
I asked the students to identify the implied causal claim being made and to evaluate it. The article suggests that the acupuncture eliminated the paralysis in the dog's face. All Ann Dey knows for sure, though, is that after the dog was treated with acupuncture, his face got better. So, the reasoning here commits the post hoc fallacy. Some students recognized this, but others didn't. We also have naïve faith in sense perception and memory, but unless we have an understanding of how perception and memory work, we won't be able to understand why we can't blindly trust either. This instruction should include more than the usual epistemological lesson of demonstrating our proneness to error and fallibility. Our students should understand the constructive nature of sense perception and memory, that neither sense perception nor memory work like video or audio recorders. We construct our perceptions and memories out of bits of data that have been filtered, organized, and completed by our brains. The process is heavily affected by our worldviews, our interests, expectations, and purposes. We're not truth-seeking machines by nature, as psychologist Jim
Alcock once put it.
To illustrate a point and to generate some discussion about how the brain They can and they do. Whatever we do, our students should leave our classes understanding that we can't assume the world is as we perceive it to be. Thus, any inferences we draw from sense perception must be evaluated very carefully and with some skepticism. Likewise, any testimony from others based on sense perception must also be treated with some skepticism. We should remind our students that there is no scientific study linking eyewitness confidence with accuracy of testimony. A critical thinker must know the limitations of eyewitness testimony.
Memories are also constructions and there are all kinds of things that can go wrong in reconstructing the past. Cases of mistaken identity can be dramatic illustrations of this point, especially if they involve things like a memory expert being identified by a rape victim as her attacker even though he was in another city doing a live television interview at the time of the rape. (She had watched the interview on television shortly before she was attacked and had confused the television face with the face of her attacker.) You can't just assume a memory is accurate, even if it seems clear and vivid and comes with a feeling of subjective certainty.
In addition to providing our students with some insights into the nature of perception, we should also help them examine the role of worldviews in perception and thinking. If we encourage our students to accept their worldviews as yardsticks against which to measure every idea and value they come upon, what she is on many of her shows. Like all of us, she doesn't like it when she's been manipulated, as she felt she was by James Frey who tried to pass off a work of fiction as an autobiography. As I said, I don't want to demean Oprah because we're all manipulators and we're all self-deceived at times. We should be thankful for at least one or two programs where she is obviously hammering home the importance of getting the truth rather than some feel-good story about angels or spirits or some weepy story that arouses the amygdala without stimulating the frontal lobes.
Anyway, some of the tips she gave for thinking critically about politics are worth repeating. (I've reduced and modified the list for brevity's sake. E.g. Get active. Don't get your reality from TV.) For example:
1. Get multiple viewpoints. Read or listen to people on the right, the left, and in the middle.
Find a role model whom you trust and has a reputation for courage and
honesty and isn't always toeing the party line. Photos might be interpreted in multiple ways.
They might have brought up wishful thinking and self-deception and how those two psychological factors affect all of us and have to be constantly guarded against, lest they lead us to disastrous decisions that have to be rationalized again and again after our original justification has been shown to be flimsy and unsubstantial.
At the end of the day, however, we have to realize that Oprah's job is entertainment, not education. At least on this one show her heart was in the right place. She was encouraging people to be independent thinkers. She was encouraging them to not just follow the party line or accept what politicians, the national press, or celebrities say. She encouraged her audience to be fairminded and get a variety of viewpoints on issues. She advised them not to reject outright views that don't jibe with their own. There are, of course, other things of interest besides politics, but these strategies would apply to many other fields.
Those of us who teach critical thinking should be grateful that at least for one day The definition and the strategies mentioned earlier can be applied in many subject areas for developing curricula aimed at teaching critical thinking. I've applied this model of teaching critical thinking to three kinds of classes at the college level: in introductory philosophy courses where I use Socratic dialogue as the main teaching tool, the general course in logic and critical thinking, and a content-focused class that applies critical thinking to scientific studies of the paranormal.
I didn't know it when I started my teaching career but I was teaching critical thinking in my introduction to philosophy course and in my introduction to logic course. I didn't know it because the expression was not in vogue in 1974. It became a popular buzz word in California after November 1, 1980, when Glen Dumke, the Chancellor of the California State University and Colleges (as they were then called), issued an executive order regarding General EducationBreadth graduation requirements for the CSU system. It ordered that graduates "will have achieved the ability to think clearly and logically [and] to critically examine information…." Dumke made it clear that he meant a lot more by the expression "critical thinking" than just "being critical" or identifying common fallacies in reasoning. Dumke wrote:
Instruction in critical thinking is to be designed to achieve an understanding of the relationship of language to logic, which should lead to the ability to analyze, criticize, and advocate ideas, to reason inductively and deductively, and to reach factual or judgmental conclusions based on sound inferences drawn from unambiguous statements of knowledge or belief. The minimal competence to be expected at the successful conclusion of instruction in critical thinking should be the ability to distinguish fact from judgment, belief from knowledge, and skills in elementary inductive and deductive processes, including an understanding of the formal and informal fallacies of language and thought.
Similar requirements quickly followed for the California Community Colleges.
Philosophy departments were ecstatic. This looked like a Full-Employment for Philosophers Act, since the requirements it laid out are the core topics in logic and other philosophy courses. Community college philosophy departments would benefit because many of our students transfer to the state universities. Our introduction to philosophy course and our introduction to logic course were both immediately accepted by the CSU campuses as satisfying the new critical thinking requirement.
Even though our intro to logic course fit the definition of critical thinking that the CSU Chancellor had presented, that definition would not hold the center.
Faculty in many departments began meeting and reflecting on "critical thinking"
and its relation to their courses. Sonoma State University, in addition to sponsoring several international conferences on critical thinking, set up The we're wondering how it got here, how it got to be the way it is, and what our place in the scheme of things might be. One possibility is that it was designed by some sort of powerful creator for some reason known perhaps only to the creatorbeing. The student thinks that the alternative to this possibility is that the universe came into being randomly and has no purpose and neither does her life or that of anyone else. It's my job to ask her questions that attempt to get her to realize that the alternative isn't a totally "random" universe (there are laws of nature, after all) and that living a meaningful life is not necessarily connected to whether the universe as a whole has any purpose. I must ask her questions to try to get her to clarify her concept of this designer. I'm not there to affirm her worldview nor am I there to bust it up. I'm there to try to get her to examine it and clarify it and understand it better so that she has a more rational understanding of what it is she's saying. Ultimately, I want her to be able to rationally defend whatever In addition to Socratic modeling, another useful technique for stimulating critical thinking is to pose outrageous scenarios for the students to reflect on. For example, after discussing various arguments regarding free will and determinism, I'll ask the students to consider the following: if you had the power to implant every person in society with a chip that would make it impossible for them to do evil, would you do it? You can define evil any way you want. Would you do it?
Consider the consequences of your action and the assumptions you are making. prefer teaching the Logic and Critical Reasoning course. If I had my way, students wouldn't be allowed to take introduction to philosophy or ethics or many other lower division classes until after they'd passed the logic and critical thinking course. In the general critical thinking course, students are taught the basics of argument evaluation. If they knew those basics, most of them would do a lot better in their philosophy courses. These basics can be taught in many content area classes, but they take time and the more time spent on such matters, the less time there is for covering the content of the course.
In the general critical thinking course, in addition to teaching various critical thinking skills and emphasizing the importance of the attitude or disposition of the critical thinker, I get to spend a good deal of time reviewing some of the major obstacles to critical thinking and some of the things that limit our ability to be successful at fair-minded, reflective thinking about beliefs and We review several anecdotes from Radin's text and from the students, who always have a few beauties of their own to share. I also share some of the stories people have shared with me over the years in response to my Skeptic's Dictionary website. We examine seemingly paranormal events and explore various alternative explanations. Yes, the event might be paranormal, but it might be coincidence. Or there might be some physical or psychological explanation for the event. Or there might be a hoax or fraud involved. For example, one student told the following story and we then discussed it in class. She and some friends were out for a drive in a car and they came to a stop behind another car. The group had been discussing the paranormal and one of them suggested they try to make the trunk on the car in front of them open up by using their minds to concentrate on making it happen. When the car in front of them started to move, to their surprise its trunk opened. One possibility is that they demonstrated psychokinetic powers. Another is that it was a coincidence, albeit a very unlikely one, that the trunk opened right after they had tried to open it with their mental intention. Another is that one of them consciously or unconsciously perceived that the trunk was open, which led her to consciously suggest that the group try it. It would be farfetched, but it's possible that it was a hoax that involved either a conspiracy between one of the girls in the back car and somebody in the front car, or some sort of remote trunk opener operated by one of the girls in the car.
It's also possible that the student telling the story made the whole thing up. After the students and I had discussed the various possibilities, I asked the one who told the story if she and her friends had tried it again on another car. If a second
trunk had popped open when they concentrated on it, the coincidence probability diminishes to near zero and the hoax explanation gets much more complicated and less feasible. The psychological explanation in terms of unconscious perception gets pretty remote if the experiment is repeated soon after the initial test but on a different car. Had they tried it again and again, always with success, then the paranormal explanation would seem to move to the top of the list as the most plausible. Unfortunately, they didn't try it again. But a discussion of why they should have then led to a discussion of controlled experiments, why we do them, and how we might set one up to test psychokinetic powers.
One of my favorite activities in the paranormal course is pretending to be a scientist for a day. I wear a white lab coat, put signs on the classroom doors that say ESP EXPERIMENT GOING ON -PLEASE KEEP YOUR THOUGHTS TO YOURSELF, dim the lights, and recreate a pathetic version of the J. B. Rhine ESP card experiments.
Zener cards are easy to make. One deck consists of 25 cards, 5 of each of the following:
between 12 and 28. (Here I bring in a colleague from the statistics department to explain why this is so.)
Our procedure:
We run two trials of 25 tries each, using a computer to generate the order of the cards the sender will concentrate on. I created 50 cards (out of ordinary 3 x 5 index cards and a black marker) to match the computer selections. We then ran two trials of 25 each with a Zener deck without replacement and without feedback (we just went right through the deck after shuffling them and did not tell the participants what cards were selected until the test was completed).
In one study, the results were: Overall, we had 22 participants who got a cumulative 431 correct out of 2,200 chances (19.6%). They got 15 more correct (3.5%) in the last 2 sets of trial (no computer).
The highest score was by a co-conspirator (an ethics teacher) who cheated her way to 56% correct. The highest score by a non-cheater was 25. The lowest was 14.
The cheater was signaled for three of the kinds of cards. Her score was 68% correct on three of the four trials. She could not see my signals in the third trial and only got 5 of 25 correct in that trial.
In our discussion session, we considered:
